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Family Business:
Do You Take This Man and His Farm ?
by Sondra Dutreau Williams
If I had known what it was going to take, I 
would never have taken it on. If I had known that 
having our own business would demand the best 
of my talents, the bulk of my time, and become a 
third partner in our marriage, I might have gotten 
a job instead.
On the other hand, if I had known the rewards, 
the rush of adrenaline in the risks, I might have 
embraced it willingly. If I had known that having a 
farm is riding the seasons astride a spirited horse, 
running the whitewater rapids of success and sud­
den deadlines; that it’s falling into crevices of loss 
and debt and pulling myself up with my own 
strength, wits, hard work, and luck, I might have 
known I’d get caught up in the excitement of the 
challenge.
My husband Doug is a fundamentalist. Not in 
his religious affiliation, but because he aligns him­
self with the basic elements. He works with his 
hands, loves the smell and the feel of dirt, rock, 
water, and cold. Likes to be out in the rain. Takes 
his shirt off and sweats in the sun. As a young man 
he raised earthworms. In his 30’s and 40’s he was 
a stone mason. Now he’s a fungus farmer. He grows 
shiitake mushrooms on oak logs.
I don’t really understand his love of fungus. 
He explained it to me once, on a starry night, as 
we walked hand-in-hand through a whispering live- 
oak grove, “A man can’t lay stone past the age of 
fifty. It’s too hard on your body...”
Drifting into wind and cloudless sky, I stopped 
listening, coming back just as he said, “...so that’s 
why I’ve decided to grow mushrooms.”
“I see,” I said, thinking he was just dreaming 
out loud about cutting logs, drilling holes, inject­
ing spawn, watering and incubating for a year, 
building greenhouses, force-fruiting, harvesting, 
marketing, delivering, record-keeping, filing, and
paying horrific self-employment tax.
I went along with it in the way that we encour­
age people we love in the things that make them 
happy. In no time, I understood what our forefa­
ther farmers and their wives have always known: 
It takes both of you. It becomes your life, not just 
your livelihood. A farm is a joyful connection to 
the chain of all living things. We are guardians of 
life in a one-on-one relationship with weather, grav­
ity, earth, and air.
Nature is a good teacher and we’re quick learn­
ers. Cold rain shocks the logs and triggers their 
natural fruiting cycle. Too much rain means too 
many mushrooms. The fall of our first fruiting, it 
rained for four days. We picked thousands of 
shiitakes during the day. We called our family and 
friends to help us cut and process them and we 
worked late into the nights. We composted hun­
dreds of pounds and thousands of dollars worth of 
mushrooms too big, too wet, or too ripe to sell, 
because they grew four inches or more in a single 
day and turned black before we could pick them.
Now we cover our investment —  six thousand 
forty-inch logs, three to six inches in diameter —  
with plastic every fall and spring.
Doug ministers to his fungal flock with sprin­
klers and heaters and fans, cold water or warm blan­
kets, whatever it takes today, to  keep -his frurtipg1 
logs in the temperature range they call heayem
He loves his logs, knows them ajLby name, 
and who their friends are. And ttey love  him: I ’ve 
heard him talking to them a^Kepicks their fruit, 
freely and proudly givenfmore mushrooms than 
other growers getJpigger and more beautiful.
We also selKjrow-Your-Own Shiitake Mush­
room LogsrA kit will produce shiitakes in increas- 
inglyTdrger yields for about four years. Someone 
edn return a 15-inch gift log after six months of
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keep his fruiting logs in the temperature range 
they call heaven.
He loves his logs, knows them all by name, 
and who their friends are. And they love him: 
I ’ve heard him talking to them as he picks 
their fruit, freely and proudly given, more 
mushrooms than other growers get, bigger and 
more beautiful.
We also sell G row -Y our-O w n Shiitake 
M ushroom Logs. A kit will produce shiitakes 
in increasingly larger yields for about four 
years. Someone can return a 15-inch gift log 
after six months of neglect, with the bark fall­
ing off, and h e ’ll recognize it, saying, “This 
was a good log.”
A f te r  o v e r  e ig h t  y e a r s  o f  g ro w in g  
shiitakes, we never tire of them. One of us 
will see a perfectly-form ed mushroom, as if 
seeing one for the first time, with its thick 
rou n d ed  cap , pure  w hite  g i l ls ,  b o rd e r  of 
w h ite s ta rs  on a fie ld  o f  lu sc io u s  b row n, 
“Look! Look at this one! Ohh . . . i t ’s so 
pretty...”
L o s t  C re ek  
Mushroom Farm is a 
“mom and pop” op­
eration. Doug and I 
are l iv in g  the  
A m e r ic a n  D ream , 
o w n in g  o u r  own 
business, and w ork­
ing to g e th e r  at 
home. People who 
d o n ’t know  b e t te r  
th in k  tha t  ow n ing  
your own business 
means freedom. Well, yes, you have the free­
dom to make your own decisions, no one else 
tells you what to do. A good decision, fulfilled 
in good time, means the fun of accom plish­
ment and success, profit, and ease o f  opera ­
tion. A bad decision, ora good decision poorly 
executed, means trouble and loss, hard work 
now and hard times ahead.
Yes, we have freedom. But, as an ancient 
Greek statesman said, “The price of freedom 
is constant v ig ilance.” Some weeks, we c a n ’t 
get off the farm. The “business” drives our 
days. It comes with us to the d inner table, 
wakes us up in the morning. It calls us home 
from dinner with friends to light the furnace, 
and gets us up at night to block the g reen­
house doors against a sudden, drying wind. 
Customers call with questions and complaints, 
drop by to buy a gift log during Christm as 
dinner.
Owning our own business means we get 
up when we want to, but we don 't  get to bed 
until the work is done. And i t’s true, we don 't  
have to work if we don’t want to. But — aside 
from the income — our logs and mushrooms 
and our stores and chefs depend on us, and
we want to work every 
day.
In our personal ac ­
t iv i t ie s ,  we have a l ­
most no g e n d e r -sp e ­
c i f ic  jo b s :  T he one 
who gets hungry first, 
c o o k s .  W h o e v e r ’s 
w ork ing  hardest, the 
other one cooks. I do 
the mowing because I 
like to; Doug vacuums 
and makes the bed be­
cause I hate to and he
doesn’t mind.
But in running the business of the farm, 
we have clear separation of labor. Doug works 
the greenhouses, Sondra works the comput-
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ers. Doug handles the logs, Sondra handles 
the papers. I rarely go into D oug’s log yard, 
he rarely goes into my office.
And w orking at home together?  S om e­
times w e’re both here all day and we only see 
each other at meals and at bedtime. There have 
been times when we haven’t seen each other 
for a week, one of us up early and the other 
to bed late. At worst, we endure days when 
w e ’re irritatingly in each o th e r’s way or one 
of us is angry. And the best part, we relish 
the days we can work together, laughing and 
complaining, carrying logs, running our er­
rands, helping each other with the smallest 
tasks, not wanting to be apart.
W e 'r e  bu sy  and  w e ’ re n e v e r  b o re d .  
Through tough and tender times we stand by 
each other in the way that marriage partners 
are meant to. I lose faith in the down times, 
but Doug never does. He knows this farm will 
work, despite my fears and despite our w eak­
nesses and differences.
Neither one of us were born to business. 
We are night owls. We are artists — he’s a 
painter and sculptor. I ’m a writer and theatre 
director. Money was never our motivation. In 
this we are alike. In our work styles and tem ­
peraments, we are as different as Tigger and 
Eeyore. I 'm  energetic, ebullient and speedy— 
if a little messy and haphazard. I think of 
something and I want to do it now! Doug is 
patient, slow, thorough, will wait until all is 
in readiness (and in my opinion, long past 
readiness), to take action. I panic easily, gripe 
and yell when things go wrong. He puts one 
foot doggedly in front of the other, conserv­
ing his energy for the long haul. Despite our 
o p p o s it io n  in ac tion  and o p in ion , w e ’ve 
learned to trust one another to take care of 
our share; and work goes easier if we don 't
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crowd each other too much.
One thing we always do and fight through 
together is to take our m ushroom s and our 
Grow-Your-Own Shiitake Logs to fairs and 
shows. First we pack up in the ‘Shroom Room, 
snapping and growling, because I want to get 
there early so we d o n ’t have to set up under 
pressure. He waits ‘til the last minute to pick 
the mushrooms so they’ll be absolutely fresh. 
He triple-checks everything so we d o n ’t for­
get anything.
W e’re always late and we always leave 
something undone.
Then we set up: I ’m the testy director and 
he s the beleaguered stagehand, arranging and 
rearranging our booth in the current venue: 
convention center, cafeteria, livestock barn, 
or outdoors in whatever weather.
We open the booth, and when the people 
come, w e’re a team in every sense: sharing 
the spotlight, helping each other, finishing the 
o th e r’s sentences. W e’re a comedy duo, con­
tradicting each other in fun; or w e ’re a pro­
fessional team of experts, discussing produc­
tion and marketing or the nutritional and me­
dicinal benefits of shiitakes. We listen com ­
passionately to stories about friends and fam-
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ily poisoned by m ushroom s and people who 
were healed by them.
We stand together in the quality of our 
work. We have the same high regard for our 
custom ers and high standards for our prod­
ucts and service. I c a n ’t imagine working and 
living with your business partner, your m ar­
riage partner, and differing on these issues. 
Because we share the same values, we share 
pride in our work and in each other.
“ G row ing  a b u s in e s s ” is, in all w ays, 
“growing a re la tionship .” Before we started 
the farm, we led fragmented lives. We were 
apart all day in different settings, then came 
home to responsibilities and a set of attitudes 
and expectations com pletely  different from 
those of that workday world. One of us might 
be stressed, the other wanting to play. Now, 
when we have problems, they are generally 
the same problems. We share the same disap­
pointments and joys in a hands-on way that 
was never possible when were working apart.
We did it the way the experts tell you not to. 
We gave up our jobs. We gave up predictable 
income and security, free evenings and week­
ends. In the six years we’ve been full-time farm­
ers, there have been days I was so frightened 
about the future I was paralyzed. Days Doug 
wouldn’t get out of bed. Twenty-hour days of 
frantic labor. Catastrophes that wiped us out— a 
storm that took down our greenhouse, illness that 
kept us down when we had to get up and go, our 
first year of $25,000 profit when taxes took 
$14,500 and left us poorer than if we hadn’t 
worked at all.
Doug and I fight more than we ever fought 
before we started the farm. Our safety, security, 
present and future, are at the mercy of every de­
cision, every lapse into thoughtlessness, care­
lessness, laziness.
I know I give and do my best, even when I 
don’t feel like it, so the farm will thrive and grow 
and we will grow with it. Slowly, year by year, 
we are growing— in-size, reputation, and sales. 
And day by day, we are growing in the faith that 
what we are giving to the farm, the farm, with 
Grace and good luck, can and will give back to 
us.
This is a marriage a trois: Mushroom Lady, 
Mushroom Man, Mushroom Farm. Sometimes 
the wedding ring feels like a ring in my nose, 
and I’m sure that’s true for Doug as well. But 
most times it feels like a ring I’ve caught on a 
dream and Doug and I have won the prize.
*1* *1*
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